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“NOT COMIN’ HOME TO YOU”



I’m gonna spend this Saturday night

Not sittin’ home alone

And I’m gonna spend tomorrow

Not callin’ you on the phone

There’s hardly time for all the things

I’m never gonna do

And I’m gonna spend the rest of my life


Not comin’ home to you

You took my love for granted

While doin’ as you please

Now all the seeds you planted

Have grown up into trees

You never saw the forest

Of reasons why we’re through

Now I’m gonna spend the rest of my life

Not comin’ home to you


You thought I’d always be on hand

Like a book upon a shelf

But you just don’t mean half as much

To me as to yourself

And so I walk that narrow line

Not stayin’ good and true

And I’m gonna spend the rest of my life

Not comin’ home to you


My heart’s no good at breakin’

My eyes weren’t made to cry

And sorrow’s one emotion

I’m never gonna try

So I’m keepin’ very busy

Not feelin’ sad or blue

And that’s how I’ll spend the rest of my life

Not comin’ home to you

COPYRIGHT © 1974 BY LAWRENCE BLOCK



From: Phil Posmantur

To: Murray Hutter

Subject: HOME treatment (enc.)

Murray—

I’m sending along the treatment for the last act of HOME. Between the novel and some research I’ve done on the original case, I think I have a good understanding of the dynamics of the principals.

Assuming it’s possible to understand them....



One



HE stood straight and tall on the ramp of the Interstate, thumb out, waiting. There was a slight smile on his face, and the smile never faded when cars passed him by. He didn’t mind waiting. Sooner or later someone always stopped, and you appreciated the lift more when you waited on it.


								   
And damn, he felt good! It was getting on noon and he rocked almost imperceptibly on the balls of his feet, rocked to an inner music and relished the Texas sun on his face and arms. Texas sun or Louisiana sun—he didn’t remember crossing the state line, but it might have come and gone while his mind was elsewhere. The trucker who picked him up outside of Meridian was a good old boy who kept the radio full of down-home music and washed it all out with a down-home conversation that was easy to ignore. He could have tuned out the Louisiana-Texas border while tuning out the trucker.



Not that it mattered much. If he was in Louisiana he was on his way to Texas, and if he was in Texas he was on his way out of it. They didn’t know him in either state and he wouldn’t be around long enough to shake a lot of hands.



His hand moved to his hair, touching it, and his fingers investigated his cheeks and chin. His hair was sand brown, high in front and swept straight back. The sideburns ended a quarter-inch above the bottoms of the earlobes, and his cheeks and chin and neck and upper lip were shaved clean. He had a light beard but still shaved twice a day. He kept his face as smooth as the softest part of any girl he’d ever touched.



It was a habit, this business of touching himself, and he reminded himself again that it was a ritual not to be performed in public. In complete privacy he liked the reassurance of touching all the parts of his body. There was no sexual element in this. Even when he touched his genitals he did so with neither erotic effect nor erotic intent. It was more a matter of continuing self-discovery. All a man had was his own self, and it was as sensible to keep up a dialogue with the body as with the mind. But with the body, as with the mind, this dialogue was a private matter.



Cars passed, and the sun warmed him, and the music sang in his blood and bones. The speed in his veins felt clean and strong and certain. That trucker had been good to him, bought him a breakfast, shook a couple dozen bennies into his palm. He’d lost the breakfast less than fifteen minutes later. He’d half-expected this. It was greasy truck-stop food, and his stomach had known better than to hang onto it. After throwing up he’d gone back inside for a glass of water to clean his mouth, and it seemed at the time that the pills from the night before were wearing off, so he got a second glass of water and washed down two of the bennies. But there was still evidently some of last night’s Dexedrine in his system and it went with the bennies in a nice moving way, and his body felt so good and his mind was so strong and he was Jimmie John Hall, free and white and twenty-two, and you couldn’t ask for better than that.



Cars in a stream, staring out of blind windshields, going from nowhere to nowhere. Except they all knew where they were going. It was all built into the drivers, stamped beneath the skin of their foreheads like the serial numbers on the engines of their cars, imprinted there to tell them who they had to be and where they had to go and what they had to do.



How small they all were. He had nothing but the clothes on his back and the few things in the airlines bag at his feet and the couple of dollars in his pocket, and he didn’t know where he was going and wasn’t even sure precisely where he was, and yet he was something and they were nothing, nothing at all.



A car slowed to a stop. He picked up his bag and moved to it, stood while the driver leaned across to crank down the window. A balding, red-faced man, his white shirt deeply sweat-stained under the arms.



“I said how far you goin’, boy?”



The car was a Ford, four or five years old, the fenders battered, one of them starting to rust out. The floor in front was littered with cigarette ends and empty coffee containers. The engine, idling now, sounded like a man with phlegm in his throat.



“Hop in, boy. Be goin’ clear across to Abilene.”



“Thanks,” he said. He took a step back. “See, I was just waiting for a friend.”



“This some kind of a joke?”



“No. Thanks very much, but I don’t want a ride just now.”



The man—a salesman, he guessed, with all those cartons in the back seat—was still trying to decide how to react. He couldn’t just drive away. He had to make sure nobody was making a fool out of him.



“God damn,” he said. “Car ain’t good enough for you, is that it? Piece of redneck trash actin’ like he’s used to Lincolns and Cadillacs. Never heard tell of a hitchhiker puttin’ on the style before.” He paused, challenging with his eyes, waiting for a response, and he was angered further by the lack of one. His eyes narrowed, turned crafty. “Why, you don’t want a ride after all! You’re just lookin’ to get picked up by some queer. You’re a goddamn queer yourself, aren’t you, boy?”



He felt his hand moving of its own accord to his back pocket. He stopped the movement and managed a smile. “You got it,” he said.



“Huh?”



“I’m a queer,” he said. “You’re absolutely right.” And, still smiling, he turned and walked off a ways in the opposite direction.



He didn’t look back. He kept walking, waiting for the car to pull away or for the driver to get out of it and come after him. The piece of pipe in his back pocket rode easy on his hip as he walked, and his mind flashed the image of the pipe leaping into his hand, his shoulder ducking as he spun, the pipe swinging over and down in a neat perfect powerful arc—



Come on. Do something.



Tires spun fiercely. He turned and watched the gravel fly as the Ford pulled back onto the road. He smiled broadly and kept his eyes on the Ford’s rear window, knowing the driver was seeing his eyes in his mirror.



No. No, your car ain’t good enough for me. It’s old and dirty, old man, all the same as you are, and ain’t neither of you fit to keep company with Jimmie John Hall.



Damn, he felt good!



He knew the Toronado was going to stop before it had even begun to slow down. It was Wedgwood blue with a white vinyl top, and it was just the sort of car to fit his mood. He wondered sometimes at his ability to anticipate things like the stopping of this particular car. Did he pick up vibrations that gave him a sort of clairvoyance? Or did the force of his own will have something to do with it, communicating itself to the driver and actually inducing him to stop the car? Sometimes a man’s will had that sort of power. He was sure of it. If the man was strong enough, and if he knew how to draw himself together and use himself well.



The window lowered at the touch of a button. The driver wore a black mohair suit and a pearl gray shirt with white collar and cuffs. The knot in his tie was small and precise. He had an open weather-burned face. There were a few lines in the corners of his eyes and a tracing of blue veins at the bridge of his nose. He was maybe forty, maybe forty-five.



He said, “Turning off just this side of Big D, if that’s any help to you.”



It sure is.



Another button unlocked the door. Jimmie John opened it and swung inside, set his flight bag between his feet on the thick blue carpet, drew the door shut. A buzzer sounded.



“Seat belts,” the driver said. “It makes that noise if you don’t fasten them.”



He fastened his belt and the car moved down the ramp and into the stream of traffic on the Interstate. His face and arms held the heat of the sun, and the stream of air-conditioning on his skin was like a slap of after-shave lotion. The Toronado moved out into the left lane and sat there, cruising smooth and silent at eighty miles an hour.



He said, “This is some car.”



“Well, I’ll say it suits me. I walked in on that salesman and told him I wanted it with everything on it. Put it all on, I said, figure it all out, and then we’ll get down to cases. She’s got front-wheel drive, you know. Takes corners like they’re straight. Eight-track tape deck, speakers in the rear. What say we have some music?”



“Great.”



The driver pressed some buttons and something with a lot of strings came on. The driver asked him how he liked the sound. He said it was terrific.



For a time he tuned everything out. He just sat there wrapped in the cool air and the sweet music and the occasional chatter of the driver, sat there comparing this clean new beautiful car with the old Ford. He had ridden in worse than that Ford and hadn’t minded a bit. The truck that picked him up in Mississippi had needed new shocks, and the whole front end was badly sprung, and there was a constant fertilizer smell from the back. But it hadn’t bothered him at all because it had suited him at the time.



The whole trick was one of fitting your scene to your mood. Right now he was ready for a little luxury.



After a while he said, “I’m surprised you’re willing to pick up hitchhikers in a car like this.”



“How’s that?”



“Oh, I don’t know. Things you read about all the time. Most of the rides I get are in broken-down wrecks. Not anything like this.”



The man grinned. “Figure I’m taking a chance?”



“Well, maybe not that exactly.”



“Have a look at this. Cuts the chances down some, don’t you think?” He opened his jacket to show the fat butt end of a handgun protruding from a shoulder rig. “The hell, you might say I’m still taking a chance. That there is a .357 Magnum on a .38 frame, and it does stack the odds up on my side a bit, but everything you do in this life is a chance, isn’t it?”



“I guess so,” Jimmie John said. He was thinking about the gun.



“What’s life if it’s not taking chances? If I never took a chance I’d still be pumping gas for my wife’s daddy to this day, taking home eighty dollars a week and waiting on him to die and leave me half the station. You got to take chances if you figure to amount to anything.”



“I guess you’re right.”



“But what’s that got to do with giving somebody a ride? Well, I’ll tell you. Like anything else, what it amounts to is a question of taking the right chance. Life’s full of chances, some good and some bad. Same token, the road’s full of hitchhikers. Any time you want to take a chance on a man, whether to give him a job or a ride or I don’t care what, you have to know how to size him up. You got to be able to take one quick look at him and learn what it would take a psychologist a couple of years to learn. You see what I mean?”



“I think so.”



“Drive along any length of time and you’ll see them thumbing rides by the dozens. Guys and girls and you can’t tell which is which. Hippie types so many weeks away from a bath you’d be weeks getting the smell out of your car. Now anybody stops for one of them and I have to say he deserves whatever he gets. It’s a hell of a thing to say, but I’d have to say it, because a man without the plain sense to take a good look at someone before letting him into his car, he’s asking for trouble.”



“I guess you’re pretty good at sizing people up.”



A big smile. Damn, it was easy to tell people what they wanted to hear!



“And I guess you’d be right to say it. Now I look at you and what do I see? Right off I see a boy who cares about his appearance. Shaved, hair combed, pants pressed, clean shirt, shoes shined. Now that’s the way to make an impression, and it ought to make an impression, because it tells a man right off that here’s somebody who cares what he looks like, who gives a damn about the face he shows the world. And then, looking you over a little closer, what do I see? I see a young fellow who’s not afraid to smile and look a person directly in the eye and speak up when he’s spoken to. Not a kook or a crank, not stoned on drugs, but a decent American boy.”



“Well, thank you, sir.”



“A college boy heading on back after semester break.”



“How did you—”



“Oh, just what I said, a matter of knowing how to take the measure of a man. Anything beyond that is just guessing, but let’s just see where it leads us. I’d be inclined to say a Christian school, and would I be far off guessing TCU in Fort Worth?”



“That’s just absolutely amazing.”



It had always delighted him that it was so easy to give these people what they wanted. Now the conversation turned to the prospects of the TCU football team, and he found it no problem at all to hold up his end of it. He knew little about football and less about Texas Christian University, had not even known it was located in Fort Worth. But at this point the driver was hardly likely to question his credentials, having taken pains to supply him with them in the first place. “Now who’s that little sophomore scatback you fellows have got coming up?” “Oh, right, I know who you mean—” “Denton, I think his name is.” “Right, that’s it, Denton.”



The man was apprehensive enough to strap a gun under his arm, but he couldn’t recognize a load of shit if you dropped it on his head.



From football the conversation turned to an elaborate discussion of how the driver had come from pumping gas for his father-in-law to driving a crisp new Toronado, and at that point Jimmie John dropped out of it entirely and let it turn into a monologue without an audience, slipping in an appreciative murmur whenever an instant of silence arose to demand it. He caught phrases about the reclamation of wastes in the oil-drilling process, but it hardly seemed worthwhile to concentrate on what was being said. It was so pleasant, surrounded by music and cool air and the white noise of this man’s conversation, that he had to force himself to get down to business.



He straightened suddenly in his seat, furrowed his brow in concentration.



“Something?”



“Sounds as though you got a flat.”



“Don’t hear a thing.”



“Maybe it’s more feeling it than hearing it, being that I’m on this side. Feels like the right rear.”



“Damn if I notice it. Course, softly sprung as this car is, you just don’t get that much of the feel of the road surface.”



“Do you suppose we better stop? I can change it for you in a minute.”



“Service area coming up in four, five miles. They’ll do it.”



Damn the service area, he thought. He said, “I could change it for you myself, save you a couple of bucks.”



“Oh, as soon give them the money as Uncle Sam. Those boys’ll make better use of it. Besides, they can get the bolts on tighter. You know, I think that tire just might feel a bit soft, now that you called my attention to it.”



He waited a moment, then uncoupled his seat belt and turned slightly toward the driver. The buzzer hummed accusingly and a light flashed on and off on the dashboard.



“Something in my pocket,” he explained.



“Go ahead. I’ve got to have somebody disconnect those damned things one of these days. Keep forgetting to get around to it. Not the seat belts. I don’t mind a seat belt or anything else that might save my life, but I hate like hell to have an automobile talk back to me.”



The length of pipe was snug in his back pocket. He got it out and held it so that his body shielded it from view. He took a few breaths, seeing the whole process first in his mind, picturing all of it. The car was sitting pretty at eighty miles an hour and the nearest other car in sight was way ahead of them, but the driver had a handgun in his armpit, so if he was going to do it at all he had better get it right the first time around.



He moved both hands at once, the left catching hold of the wheel, the right whipping the piece of pipe up and around and down. He hit the driver just over the ear. For an instant the man’s hands tightened their grip on the wheel. Then they went slack.



He kicked the driver’s foot off the accelerator, replaced it with his own and kept the car steady at speed. The man was limp beside him. He put down the piece of pipe and tilted the rear-view mirror so that he could make out what the hell was going on behind and alongside him. When his opening came he eased his way over to the right-hand lane and slowed down. He pulled off on the ramp to the service area and braked in a remote section of the restaurant lot. The engine shuddered softly and died when he reached across and turned the switch. There wasn’t another car within fifty yards of him.



The gun was a revolver, with bullets in five of the six chambers. When he unlocked the glove compartment to put the gun inside he found a box of shells two-thirds full. He didn’t bother removing the shoulder holster from the man.



And what about the man, anyway? Put him in the back seat and he’d look to be sleeping, but he could come to without his knowing it, and there he’d be, in back of Jimmie John and with the advantage. Trunk would be a safe place for him, but the prospect of lugging an unconscious man out of the car and stuffing him into the trunk didn’t appeal. All that he needed was one sharp-eyed son of a bitch and it was all up.



He walked around the car, opened the door on the driver’s side, shoved the man across to the other side of the car. He got in and drew the door shut and studied the man. The trouble was that he just plain didn’t look like a sleeping passenger. He looked like a corpse.



He was alive enough, though. Breathing slowly, but sure as hell breathing. Jimmie John got the seat belt around him and fastened it. After all, the man said he didn’t mind a seat belt or anything else that might save his life. Wouldn’t want to hit a bump and send him through the windshield.



He turned the key in the ignition and checked the gas gauge. No problem there—half a tank left, so the old boy didn’t have to look good close up, just from a distance. He considered for a moment, then hit on the idea of fastening the shoulder belt across his chest. And that did it. When he started the car and pulled back onto the highway, his passenger looked hale and hearty. Taking a nap, maybe, but as healthy as you could reasonably want a man to be.



He drove along, listening to the speed singing in his veins. From time to time he played with various gadgets, repositioning the six-way power seats, cutting off the tape deck and punching in the FM radio, working a switch to make the power antenna go up and down. Oh, it was a fine car, a beautiful car. He felt a special harmony with it. Like himself, the engine had a ton of power in reserve. Even the front-wheel drive seemed indefinably metaphoric of his own approach to life. Instead of the rear end pushing the front along, the front end dug in and ran.



The man beside him stirred once as they came up on the first Dallas exits. A little tap on the head put him back to sleep again.



When he was well clear of the last of the Fort Worth suburbs, he took the first exit and headed north on 281 through Mineral Wells. “You’re just not very interesting company,” he said aloud to the unconscious man beside him. “’Fraid it’s time we parted company and went our separate ways.”



He turned onto a county road and put another ten miles on the odometer, turning onto a smaller road whenever an intersection gave him a choice. The countryside was flat and empty, a few pecan groves but mostly the endless stretch of grazing land. On a two-lane gravel track in the middle of nothing much he pulled over and cut the engine. He unhooked the shoulder belt and made a careful search of the man’s pockets.



Walker P. Ferris. That was the name on the license and all the credit cards. Walker P. Ferris of Balch Springs, Texas, wherever the hell that was. Well, old Walker wouldn’t have too much walking to do, at least being left in his home state. He’d be up and around within the hour, and even a road like this one would have someone drive down it sooner or later. If the driver turned out to be a judge of character on the order of Walker P. Ferris himself, good at taking the measure of a man in a single glance, then old Walker would have nothing to worry about.



Except—



Except, damn it all, he liked this car. He could leave old Walker at the side of the road and figure on eighteen or twenty hours before the balloon went up, which would be plenty of time to drive where he was going, and then he could leave the car somewhere and let them find it and give it back to old Walker P. Ferris.



He got out of the car and looked at it. Even prettier outside than in. A shame to dump it, now or later.



And hadn’t old Walker spelled it all out in the first place? A man had to take chances. What was life if it wasn’t taking chances? Who the hell wanted to pump gas for eighty bucks a week?



He started the engine and ran the car a couple of hundred yards off the road. It was no jeep, but the pasture wasn’t that much rougher than the road had been and he didn’t feel any rocks snapping at the underside. He undressed Walker P. Ferris and stowed his clothes in the trunk. No point leaving signposts as to just who old Walker might be.



He dragged Walker out of the car and spread him out on the grass. He took the length of pipe and struck twice, full strength, just above the bridge of the nose. He felt bone give way with the second blow. He listened for breathing, felt for a pulse. Nothing. No evidence that old Walker was living, but damned if he seemed any different now that he was dead. He hit him once more in the same place for insurance and wiped the pipe in the grass before returning it to his hip pocket.



Not that he particularly needed that piece of pipe. He had himself a revolver now, and even a shoulder rig to wear it in, if he wanted to go to the trouble of wearing a jacket over it. Seemed as though it would be easier to stick it down under his belt or something like that, but he had all the time in the world to worry over that.



He took another of the trucker’s bennies. Not that he felt the need, but the speed edge was starting to wear the slightest bit thin and he didn’t just yet want to let go of it. He was feeling real good and he wanted to ride the crest of that feeling as long as he could.



He drove back to the gravel road, turned back in the direction he’d come from, and with unerring instinct retraced his route to 281. He hadn’t even made any particular point of remembering the turns he’d taken, but when you were working at top form you didn’t have to; it all stuck in your brain and waited there until you needed it, and then it all came to you. If you knew how to make it work. If you knew how to get inside yourself and on top of yourself and make it all work, make everything work.



He drove north on 281. He bought gas in Wichita Falls and sat back cool and proud while the attendant made a fuss over his car. His car—why, it had really been his car from the moment it stopped for him. From the moment he willed it to stop. Even before, for why else had he sent the old Ford packing? All along he’d been waiting for this particular car to come and belong to him, and it had come provided with a gun and a box of shells and a man who was good at sizing men up and taking the right kind of chances.



The car took eighteen gallons of gas but didn’t need oil. No, it wouldn’t be an oil burner, not this car. Very low maintenance costs. And the lowest possible initial cost.



He crossed the Oklahoma line and stopped at a Burger King in Lawton for a cheeseburger and coffee. After eating he stood around for better than fifteen minutes, waiting to see if the food would have to come back up again. But it stayed down, and finally he knew it was going to stay down permanently, and he got back into the car and drove north.






    WELL, I would say I knew the boy.



Now this is going a ways back. I was living common-law with his Ma, Ellie Hall, or Ellie Jenks which was her maiden name that she sometimes used. Hall, she must of told me his first name but it’s slipped my mind, he was long gone before I came in the picture. I lived with her common-law for a year or thereabouts.



As far as the boy is concerned, I would have to say he was all right. To be truthful I didn’t have too much to do with him. He kept to himself mostly. I was working days when I worked, which was pretty steady then, so I wouldn’t see him much aside from breakfast and supper. I sometimes gave some thought to being a daddy to him, taking him fishing and such, but it never came to that.



He was a boy kept to himself a good deal. I do recall he was always neat and clean about his person. He was respectful, too. If he gave his mother any grief I honestly don’t recall it.



I have this memory of him playing with a slingshot. He would just sit out back of the trailer afternoons with this old slingshot and a pocketful of pebbles and practice with it. There was rats prowling about the garbage and he would go after them with the slingshot. I don’t suppose he ever hit anything but he would pass the hours that way.



See, this was ten, twelve years ago, and him just a young boy at the time. I don’t know if it was a whole year I lived with her or not. The way I started, I just thought I’d keep company with her for a short time, and it stretched out to longer than that. She was a pleasant woman, easygoing, and didn’t make no trouble for a person. She would like to take a drink or two and just talk easy about any old thing. Why I left, my cousin over Waycross got this service station and wanted me to help him run it. So I went.



Never did see Ellie after that. I had word of her a couple of times. Now a couple of years back I do believe somebody told me she was in the hospital. I have a memory that it was the state hospital, something to do with the mind, but I could be wrong about that. Whether it was, and whether she’s still there, I would have no way of knowing, but you could find out about that, I’m sure. Just a question of knowing who to ask.



About the boy, I would have to say I’ve had no thought of him in years. I was little to him and he was little to me and I moved on out and forgot about him.



Since all this came up, and realizing it’s Ellie’s boy, why, I’ll sit back and try to recall him to mind. But what I keep coming back to is how little I do remember. Just that he was there. That he was in the background. And such little things as him practicing with the slingshot. To be honest, I can’t even get a clear picture of him in my mind. Just that he always stood up straight and tall. I believe he was tall for his age and I remember his posture was good, not slouched over like so many boys tall for their years.



Also his eyes. I remember his eyes, and the way he looked at a person.



Two



MR. McCULLOCH was talking and she just couldn’t make herself concentrate on a word he was saying. This was sort of a shame because she liked Mr. McCulloch, she really did. He was awfully young for a teacher. Twenty-five or thereabouts, certainly no more than thirty, and most of the teachers at Grand Island Central had been saying the same dull things since the Spanish-American War. Not in the same building, of course. Six years ago they had finished building the new high school, and the old brick building at the corner of Palmer and Whitemeadow had since been converted into another elementary school. Her sister Judy had been in the last class to graduate in the old building. Judy had not been able to graduate, of course, but that was the class she’d been in.



One of these days Judy would come for her. No, not come for her—Judy would never come back to Grand Island, Nebraska, not if they made her the mayor. She remembered that parting scene, Judy on the porch, her father in the doorway, the words flashing like knives. “Out of here, you whore! Off my property!” “You’ll never see me again, goddamn you!” “Never’s too soon for me. This is a decent house.” “Keep your decent house. Keep your whole fucking town.” “You don’t use that language here, you little—” “Don’t you touch me! You touch me and I swear I’ll kill you!” “Just you get out of my sight.”



No, Judy would not come back. She would not set foot in Grand Island, probably not in the whole state of Nebraska. But someday Judy would send for her. There would be a postcard or a letter or a telegram, or the telephone would ring and her mother would answer it and say wonderingly that there was a call for her, a long distance call for her, and it would be Judy. “You pack your things and get on a bus, Betty Marie. It’s time you got out of that hole and took a look at the world.”



Someday.



And then Judy would take her away, and the two of them would live together in a clean apartment in a brand-new building. Judy would help her get a job as a stewardess, and sometimes they would work the same flights together, the Deinhardt sisters, always bright and cheerful and pretty, always knowing the right thing to say, never too busy to help a mother with a sick baby or ease the fears of a passenger flying for the first time.



She was pretty sure Judy was a stewardess. It was the kind of thing Judy would do. Unless she’d become a nurse. That was also a possibility, and she wasn’t quite sure which way she would prefer it. There was more glamour to being a stewardess, all that travel and excitement, and the interesting people you met. But nursing also had a lot to be said for it. She could picture Judy in a starched white uniform, standing at a doctor’s side, passing scalpels and sutures in a tense open-heart operation. Or making the rounds in a terminal ward, her heart heavy with sorrow at the inevitable fate of her patients, but the smile on her lips and the music in her voice calming the nerves of those poor doomed men and women. And she could do this too. Judy would help her, would guide her, and the Deinhardt sisters would be the bulwark of the hospital’s nursing staff, always prepared for any emergency, an inspiration and comfort to doctors and patients alike.



In her notebook she wrote: Elizabeth Deinhardt, R.N.



She could never seem to stop writing her name in class. Once Miss Tuthill had demanded to see her notebook, and she’d wanted to die of embarrassment. Page after page of permutations of her name. Elizabeth Marie Deinhardt. Betty Marie Deinhardt. Betty Deinhardt. Bette-Marie Deinhardt. And, occasionally, the verbal fulfillment of various fantasies, her name coupled with boys in her classes, boys who scarcely knew she was alive. Elizabeth Fuhrmann. Mrs. Kenneth Fuhrmann. Mrs. Stephen Carmichael. Betty Marie Carmichael.



“I don’t see how this will help you learn American history, Betty. Do you?”



“No, Miss Tuthill.”



“Some students find it helps their concentration when they doodle or draw pictures in their notebooks. But I don’t think you could have been concentrating on your classwork when you wrote all this. You were off in some private reverie, weren’t you?”



“I guess so, Miss Tuthill.”



“You’re an intelligent girl, Betty, but I must say it doesn’t show in your classwork. I think you’d be well advised to concentrate more on what we’re discussing in class and less on what your name may be in years to come.”



“I’m sorry, Miss Tuthill.”



But she just couldn’t. Even when nothing else filled her mind, even when she paid the closest possible attention to what was being said, the words simply refused to stay in her mind. She heard them and forgot them simultaneously. And in this class, Mr. McCulloch’s class, it was even worse. She couldn’t understand algebra. She just couldn’t understand it, period. It didn’t make any sense to her. It was just numbers and letters and they went together in some mysterious way and none of it made the slightest bit of sense to her.



She didn’t see how she was going to pass algebra. She would probably squeeze by in history and English, and she would get a good mark in Spanish because it just seemed to come to her automatically, but she was sure to fail algebra. Unless Mr. McCulloch just passed everybody out of sheer desperation, to be over and done with them. But even if she passed everything she still had another full year to get through before she could graduate, and she didn’t see how on earth she could manage it. Another year of sitting at these little desks and writing her name all over her notebook. Another year of dreaming about boys while none of them asked her out, none of them walked with her, none of them even spoke to her. Another year of eating TV dinners in front of the television set and listening to her parents argue and pretending not to notice when her grandmother passed gas. Granny did it all the time, she didn’t seem to notice it herself, and whatever room she was in would reek in no time at all.



And it gave her parents something else to fight about, her father yelling that he was sick of that old woman stinking up his house, her mother replying that it wasn’t his house in the first place, that it was Granny’s house, and if it wasn’t for Granny they wouldn’t have a roof over their heads. They had that fight at least twice a week, delivering their lines as if they had them carefully memorized, and through it all the old woman would sit impassive, not taking any notice of what was going on around her, and more often than not cutting loose with a beautiful one right in the middle of it all.



At least Granny never argued with anybody. At least Granny never bossed her, never made her feel like an insect. A little gas wasn’t that awful. Everybody did it, after all. It was just that the old woman did it constantly.



Chalk squeaked on the blackboard. Mr. McCulloch was writing something with a lot of X’s and Y’s in it, and numbers and parentheses and decimal points. She prayed he wouldn’t call her to the blackboard to do the problem. She wouldn’t have the faintest idea where to start.



Except it wasn’t a blackboard. It was green, and you wrote on it with yellow chalk. All of the blackboards in the new high school were green. It was supposed to be easier on your eyes, although she had never noticed any difference herself. You would think they would call them greenboards, but instead they always called them green blackboards. If it was green why call it a blackboard in the first place? It was like saying you were going to take a drink out of a plastic glass—if it was made of plastic, where did you get off calling it a glass?



No one else had ever commented on these things. She thought it was very interesting, words and expressions where an old outgrown meaning was left hanging around like that. She had lots of interesting thoughts, she really did, but nobody knew this about her. Nobody really knew anything at all about her except her name and what she looked like and where she lived and what seats she occupied in various classrooms. No one on earth knew the person she was, except possibly her sister Judy, and Judy had moved out six years ago and had never even sent her a postcard.



Unless her mother got the mail and tore up Judy’s cards without showing them to her. Sometimes she liked to believe that, but other times she was pretty sure Judy never wrote those cards in the first place.



What was wrong with her, anyway? She was a few pounds overweight, but Ellen Hacker was at least twenty pounds heavier than she was and that hadn’t stopped Raymond Cault from going steady with her for months. She got a couple of pimples once in awhile, but June Woodhead had bad acne all over her chin and that didn’t keep boys from taking her to parties and movies. She knew what it was—all those girls had personality, and she didn’t.



But she did. She had all these thoughts inside her, only nobody knew about them because nothing ever came out. She was an interesting person. She was.



Judy was right. A person couldn’t stay in a town like this, couldn’t live in a house like the one she lived in with a family like hers. A person had to go out into the world.



If only she was like Judy. If only she had the nerve. If only.



The bell rang. It always did, sooner or later.



After her last class she went to her locker for her jacket. Linda Jensen and Patti Stryker were talking in the next aisle. They were discussing the propriety of letting a boy take you to a drive-in. Linda was saying, “What it depends on is the boy. I mean, it’s all up to the individual. If you trust him it’s one thing, but if he’s got a reputation, you know, then you’re going to have a reputation. Not mentioning any names, but you know what I mean.”



She had only been to drive-ins with her parents. Once in a while her father would be in a good mood and they would do something as a family. It always made her feel good when they started out, but it, never stayed good throughout the entire evening. Sooner or later something invariably went wrong and she wound up sorry they went at all.



There were two drive-ins nearby, one just south of town, the other on Route 30 about halfway between Grand Island and Central City. In Grand Island itself there were two regular movie theaters. The Grand now showed nothing but X-rated films. The Orpheum was running a picture with Ali MacGraw and Steve McQueen. She had seen it the day before yesterday and thought about seeing it a second time.



She started walking toward the theater, then changed her mind. The bill was due to change tomorrow, and she had seen the coming attractions and wanted to see the new picture. She couldn’t remember the name of it now, but Robert Redford was in it, and Cybill Shepherd, and she liked them both. She couldn’t really afford movies two days in a row.



She walked home. There was a bus she could have taken but it was a nice day and she preferred to walk. It wasn’t to save money; she wound up stopping at the Corner Lunch and spending more than busfare on a Coke and Screenplay magazine. She walked because walking took longer and she wanted to postpone returning to her house.



She spent a long time over the Coke and read most of the magazine, carefully tucking it into her schoolbag before continuing on home. Her father didn’t approve of the movie magazines, though whether his objection was based on their moral content or the expense they entailed she couldn’t determine. They were a waste of money. She had to admit that. The stories never told you as much as the titles promised, and she’d heard on Johnny Carson that most of them were all made up anyway by the writers. Something made her buy them just the same. It was something to do, something to take your mind off things.



It was almost five when she reached her house. The sun was at her back, and the windows of the house threw its rays back in her eyes. Usually she looked at the house without seeing it. Today it seemed to sum up her whole family, her whole miserable life. It needed paint all over, and on the weather side the clapboards were almost completely exposed. There was a gap of several feet in the porch rail where her father had fallen against it almost two years ago. The lawn was more mud than grass; in the spring it would sprout up in weeds, and once or twice during the summer her father would attack them with the mower but the rest of the time they’d grow without interference. You couldn’t expect much grass to grow there anyway, not with broken-down cars parked all over the place. Five cars they had, and only one of them ran, and you couldn’t depend on it. The others just sat there and rusted.



The cars were her father’s main interest. He would spend long summer afternoons working on them, crawling underneath them, tinkering with this and that, sometimes managing to get an engine started, sometimes actually rendering one of them briefly mobile. They would never really run properly. They would never be worth anything. They just occupied time that Frank Deinhardt had no better use for, and helped him work up a thirst.



One of these days. One of these days she would get out, out, out. Judy would call—she had to. Or, if that never happened, then she would get out on her own. To a place where boys would like her, and girls would be her friends, and she would be alive and real. There was sure to be a place like that somewhere in the world. The whole world was not Grand Island, Nebraska.



Her mother said, “Well, look who’s here. Where were you so long?”



“At Carolyn’s house. We were studying.”



“Carolyn’s house. You certainly spend a lot of time over there.”



“It helps when you study with someone. The teachers recommend it.”



“Do they now. I wonder why it is that you’re always over at Carolyn’s and she’s never over here.”



“It would be out of her way. She lives right on my way home from school, but it would be out of her way to come here and then go home.”



“I don’t suppose it’s that you’re ashamed of where you live. You and your sister both, too good for the people you came from. What’s this Carolyn’s last name? You told me but I forget.”



“Fischer. Carolyn Fischer.”



“And she lives where?”



“Newgate Avenue. Near the viaduct.”



“I don’t know any Fischer.”



“They just moved here a year and a half ago. Her father works for the B & C.”



“Does he now.” Florence Deinhardt seemed to be gathering herself for another attack. Then she gave it up and her shoulders dropped. She looked old now, and defeated. Betty looked at her mother’s face and saw nothing but disappointment.



Now she was saying, “Well, you missed supper. We ate early on account of your father having to see a man. Or saying he had to see a man, don’t ask me which. There’s some cold meatloaf if you want to fix something for yourself.”



“I had a sandwich over at Carolyn’s.”



“You know better than to eat in the afternoon. Spoils your appetite for supper.”



But there is no supper, she thought.



She walked on into the living room. Her grandmother was in her rocker in front of the television set. She was watching a toothpaste commercial. The boy and girl in the commercial had greenish faces.



She said, “Hello, Granny.”



The old woman looked her way and smiled, her eyes not quite focusing on Betty’s face. She had her teeth out again, Betty noticed. She had a perfectly good set of teeth but simply would not wear them. It was more disgusting than the farting. That was something she couldn’t help, but she could certainly take the trouble to put her teeth in in the morning.



She went upstairs to her room, read a couple of stories in the movie magazine, then put it away. According to Ann-Margret, you didn’t have to pet to be popular, and the most important thing was to be a good listener.



There was a Spanish test scheduled for the morning. She spent awhile studying for it and listening to her radio. She didn’t bother with the algebra homework. She didn’t understand any of it and it made her head ache to think about it.



She turned off her light and her radio when she heard her father’s car in the driveway. She got undressed and under the covers and pretended to be asleep.



She lay awake for what seemed like a long time. She was hungry, and the cold meatloaf, unappealing when her mother had mentioned it, now struck her as the ultimate taste sensation. Cold meatloaf and ketchup and bread and butter and a glass of milk—



But it wasn’t worth getting out of bed. And it wouldn’t hurt her to miss a meal. Maybe if she took off a few pounds, and if she saved up some money and sent away for the Mark Eden Bust Developer, which she was sure they couldn’t advertise all over the place if it didn’t do some good—



Maybe if she did those things and others, maybe someday someone would notice her. Someone. Someday.



Maybe.






I CANNOT say I knew Elizabeth very well. It’s unfortunately true that one has very little contact with a large number of one’s students. I get to know the very good students and the very bad students, the discipline problems. Elizabeth was an average student, perhaps slightly below average, and certainly not a discipline problem.



You hardly knew she was there. In a sense I don’t suppose she was. She was not responsive. I don’t suppose she learned very much American history in my class. She attended classes, she did her homework, and that was all.



I always thought she was nice. I sat behind her in one class and she seemed like a nice kid. Sometimes I would borrow a pencil from her or something like that.



She was just, you know, one of the kids I knew in class. I never had a real conversation with her or anything.



When all this happened I just couldn’t believe it. I mean, she wasn’t the kind of person something like this would happen to.



It really makes you think.



I found her an excellent language student, responsive and interested. She was quiet in class but turned in her assignments faithfully and had an intuitive feel for Spanish.



I feel certain there’s more to this than we understand at the present time.




End of sample
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